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The present paper is an attempt to investigate the significance and feasibility of 
learner autonomy and to promote it in college English teaching in China. Issues being 
investigated in this paper include the conception of ‘learner autonomy’; the rationale 
for promoting learner autonomy in the Chinese context; and the possible procedures 
to promote learner autonomy in China. 
The term ‘learner autonomy’ was first defined by Holec (1981) to refer to the ‘ability 
to take charge of one’s own learning’. Although there have been other definitions, this 
paper will mainly use this one as reference.  
As for the rationale for promoting learner autonomy in the Chinese context, this paper 
analyzes from the following three aspects: 1) demand from the reform of college 
English teaching in China; 2) pressure from popular demand for English-speaking 
professionals; and 3) challenge from the Internet technology.  
This paper attempts to prove that learner autonomy may serve as a possible solution to 
the problems in college English teaching in China and it endeavors to put forward 
three categories of proposals to promote learner autonomy, respectively directed to 
three elements in the teaching/learning process, namely, the teacher, the learner and 
the materials used.   
It is hoped that this paper will extend the investigation of learner autonomy to a 
broader scope by offering a new insight into learner autonomy from a pedagogical 
perspective. It is also hoped that the proposals will offer a new perspective and 
possibility to teaching members and analysts to make further research in the future.  
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“学习者自主”这一术语最早由语言学家 Holec 在 1981 年提出，定义为“学
习者自主管理自己学习过程的能力”。虽然学习者自主有其他定义，但本文主要
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The present paper is an attempt to investigate the significance and feasibility of learner 
autonomy and to promote it in college English teaching and learning in China.  
Issues being investigated in this paper include: the conception of ‘learner autonomy’; 
the rationale for promoting learner autonomy in the Chinese context; and the possible 
procedures to promote learner autonomy in China.  
Research background   
Learner autonomy is not a new phenomenon. There have been many linguistic experts 
dealing with this issue.  
The concept of ‘autonomous learning’ stemmed from the debates about the 
development of life-long learning skills and the development of independent thinkers 
originating in the 1960s, and the concept of ‘learner autonomy’ has become popular 
since the 20th century.  
In 1981 Holec (1981:3, cited in Gardner & Miller, 2002:6) defined autonomy as the 
‘ability to take charge of one’s own learning’. He developed this definition further in 
1985 by regarding autonomy as a conceptual tool. Holec was commented by Gardner 
and Miller (2002:6) as a ‘major influence in the debate about autonomy in language 
learning and his initial definition has been taken as a starting point in much subsequent 
work in the area’. Dickinson (1987:11) accepted the definition of autonomy as a 
‘situation in which the learner is totally responsible for all of the decisions concerned 
with the learning and the implementation of those decisions’.  
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Little (1990:7) saw learner autonomy as ‘essentially a matter of the learner’s 
psychological relation to the process and content of learning’; Benson (1997:29) 
defined learner autonomy as ‘a recognition of the rights of learners within educational 
systems’.  
In different parts of the world, there have been different focuses in the way these 
concepts have been implemented. Approaches which assist learners to move from 
teacher dependence towards autonomy are described in various forms, in which the 
most common are: self-directed learning, self-instruction, independent learning, and 
self-access learning. Among the different focuses the development of self-access 
centers deserves particular mentioning.  
In many parts of the world, self-access learning center has been an effective way to 
implement learner autonomy, such as in Western Europe, South Asia, North America, 
and Australia. 
A considerable number of papers in leading journals deal with self-access and 
autonomy (Kenny, 1993; Dickinson & Wenden, 1995; Gardner, 1996; Sheerin, 1991. 
Cited in Gardner & Miller, 2002:1). There have been international conferences 
focusing on the same themes (University of Cambridge, 1993; University of Hong 
Kong, 1993; Thailand, 1996. ibid).   
From the literature review, it can be found that learner autonomy is a global 
consideration and concern in foreign language learning and teaching. 
Purpose of research 
This paper attempts to analyze the significance, necessity and feasibility of promoting 
learner autonomy in college English teaching in China.  















challenges. First, the educational expansion of enrollment in colleges and universities 
requires that every teacher should be in charge of large classes with at least more than 
100 students. How to arrange teaching activities and how to offer individual help in 
such large classes are two primary concerns in teaching. This situation calls for the 
learner’s ability to learn autonomously.  
Second, it has been very urgent for China to reform its present English teaching system. 
In a new teaching system, the traditional teacher-centered model is required to switch 
to a newly-founded learner-centered model, in which the students are required to be 
responsible for their own learning. Hence, learners need to reinforce their capability to 
learn autonomously in this model. Only with the ability to make decisions about his 
own learning will a student become truly autonomous.  
Third, since China entered into WTO, English has acquired an unprecedented 
important status. Many universities have emphasized the necessity of passing College 
English Test-Band 4 (CET-4) or Band 6 (CET-6) before graduation, as most companies 
consider English as an indispensable requirement for employment. This reality asks for 
a greater attention to teaching English.  
Lastly, with the development of modern technologies applied in universities such as 
the Internet and multimedia facilities, the students have easier accesses to English 
learning. They have more freedom to select what and how they like to learn outside the 
classroom. Autonomy hence becomes an essential ability for them.   
These four elements constitute the major challenges that the current English teaching is 
facing, and the present research intends to prove that learner autonomy may serve as a 
possible way to deal with these problems.   
The analytical framework  
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to three essential factors in the teaching or learning process: the learner, the teacher, 
and the materials used. This paper will develop its argument within a framework based 
on these three elements.  
The present paper will make a starting point by looking back to some features of the 
role of the teacher and the learner respectively in pedagogical history to justify that 
learner autonomy has become a central issue in pedagogy throughout history. It will 
then investigate, in particular, the issue of learner autonomy in the Chinese context, 
focusing on such questions as: what is ‘learner autonomy’? Why should learner 
autonomy be promoted in the Chinese context? In a traditional educational background 
such as China, what can be done to promote learner autonomy?  
With the current situation of college English teaching in China, this paper will argue 
for promotion of learner autonomy from five aspects: 1) the role of the learner in 
pedagogical history; 2) the role of the teacher in pedagogical history; 3) promoting 
learner autonomy in a ‘learner-centered’ environment; 4) the rationale to promote 
learner autonomy in college English teaching in China; and 5) proposals to promote 
learner autonomy in college English teaching in China.  
Organization of the thesis 
This thesis is composed of three chapters.  
Chapter One deals with some fundamental issues of learner autonomy. It elaborates on 
the definition of the concept of ‘learner autonomy’, and discusses major factors related 
to learner autonomy from internal and external facets, the former including motivation, 
language aptitude and anxiety, and the latter including materials used and learning 
strategies.  















back to the role of the learner and the role of the teacher in different pedagogical 
methods throughout history to justify that learner autonomy has been a central issue in 
pedagogy. It also clarifies two pairs of misconceptions: ‘learner autonomy’ vs. ‘learner 
independence’; ‘autonomous learning’ vs. ‘learning in isolation’ to emphasize the 
importance of a ‘learner-centered’ environment in learner autonomy promotion. 
Chapter Three argues for the promotion of learner autonomy in college English 
teaching in China. It first explains the rationale for promoting learner autonomy in the 
Chinese context, arguing that learner autonomy may serve as a possible solution to 
great pressure imposed on current college English teaching and learning in China. 
Then, it puts forward three categories of proposals to promote learner autonomy as 
appropriate in the Chinese context. These proposals are directed in accordance with 
three levels in the teaching process: the teacher, the learner and the learning materials.  
By offering a new insight for learner autonomy from a pedagogical perspective, this 
paper hopes to extend the investigation of learner autonomy in China to a broader 
scope. It is also hoped that the research in the present paper will prove to the teaching 
members that learner autonomy may serve as a possible way to deal with the 
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Chapter One  Fundamental Issues of Learner Autonomy 
1.1 Introduction 
Over the last decades, autonomy and independence have taken on a growing 
importance in the field of language education. Little (1991:2) described autonomy as a 
‘buzz-word’ of the 1990s, and this is borne out by a number of recent books 
(Dickinson & Wenden, 1995; van Lier, 1995). Wenden (1991:11) stated that “few 
teachers will disagree with the importance of helping language learners become more 
autonomous as learners.” 
This chapter discusses some fundamental issues of learner autonomy, such as the 
definition of ‘learner autonomy’, the approaches to promoting learner autonomy, some 
misconceptions on learner autonomy, and the major factors related to learner autonomy 
from internal and external facets, the former including motivation, language aptitude 
and anxiety, and the latter including materials used and learning strategies.   
1.2 The concept of learner autonomy  
For a definition of autonomy, this paper gives an insight which might turn to Holec 
who described learner autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one’s learning”. In 
language education, the word ‘autonomy’ has been used in at least five different ways: 
★ for situations in which learners study entirely on their own; 
★ for a set of skills which can be learned and applied in self-directed learning; 
★ for an inborn capacity which is suppressed by institutional education; 
★ for the exercise of learners’ responsibility for their own learning; 
★ for the right of learners to determine the direction of their own learning. 
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